
Tall towers as catalysts for social interaction

MIX UP



The aim is to explore the interaction 
between tall towers and the creation of 
places for social interaction to facilitate 
higher communication and exchange 
of ideas, to augment the power of 
collective intelligence. The proposition is 
to investigate how contemporary forms 
of social communication can inform the 
design of tall buildings and vice versa 
how the tower typology can induce new 
form of interaction and communication.  
Pierre Lévy defines collective 
intelligence as: “a form of universally 
distributed intelligence, constantly 
enhanced, coordinated in real time, and 
resulting in the effective mobilization of 
skills. The basis and goal of collective 
intelligence is mutual recognition and 
enrichment of individuals rather than 
the cult of fetishized or hypostatized 
communities.” 
The collective intelligence of a society 
is directly related to finding a realm 
where communication, collaboration 
and interaction between individuals and 
groups can flourish.
The starting point is to understand the 
new generation of users of both physical 
and virtual spaces for interaction, the 
digital native generation. As per Marc 
Prensky’s definition the digital native 
“represent the first generations to grow 

up with this new technology.” The new 
generations are globally connected at 
all times by extensive use of Internet 
and social media, they are constantly 
multitasking by mixing work, friends and 
dating via the internet. Their physical 
locations, their place of work, their 
residence, and their schools is never 
limiting the possibility of socializing: 
social media are effectively extending 
to infinite the boundaries of the physical 
space thought the importance of casual 
physical encounters can never be 
substitute by the virtual medium. 
Millennials tend to prefer locations 
where this constant virtual networking 
can be transformed into last minute 
encounters, high density places where 
to fill in your needs for social interaction 
in the spare ours out of work or study. 
The tower typology is the perfect 
answers to the need of a high density 
space. There is the need thought for 
tall towers to modify their morphology 
to allow for individual and collative 
intelligence to exist, to fully embrace the 
needs for people to interact.
How digital and physical spaces interact 
is essential to improving socialization 
but poses high challenges to the design. 
How can designers transform isolated 
tall towers in the urban landscape into 

vertical villages and hubs of ideas? Can 
we design towers to maintain the special 
qualities of the human scale village 
and the energy of active metropolis? 
Are there limits to the possible mix of 
uses in a tower? What is, in summary, 
the architects response to the new 
millennium citizens?
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An exploration into the design of towers 
and the vertical facilitation of socially 
sustainable spaces suitable for the 21st 
century. 

The design of tall towers has been 
shaped and governed over time by 
a matrix of civic agendas, financial 
and physical forces resulting in a 
differentiated skyline reflecting greater 
and more intensified urban density 
while remaining isolated and limited in 
connectivity.  In an era of increasingly 
limited natural resources, how can 
vertically arranged physical spaces 
be responsibly informed by and 
encourage contemporary forms of social 
communication?  Can towers maintain 
the productive qualities and scale of a 
village community with the energy of an 
active and global metropolis?

This studio aims to first ascertain a deep 
knowledge of existing tower typologies 
and the ways in which they have been 
defined in terms of 

ENCLOSURE

MOVEMENT

STRUCTURE  

Existing examples of residential, 
commercial, and mixed use towers will 
be analyzed against the realities which 
informed their design.

With this understanding, an alternative 
set of programs will then be investigated 
as sites with the potential to be arranged 
vertically with a key driver in this vertical 
arrangement being the added value on 
the social sustainability and power of 
collective intelligence and collaboration.  

The culmination of this methodology 
will be a synthesis of the existing tower 
typology enfolded with the alternative 
vertically arranged programs as a 
process of exploration to understand 
if the architecture of tall buildings 
can provide improved human and 

community scaled hubs to work, live, 
and socialize.  The mediums for this 
critical exploration will include working 
physically between gravity, balance, 
and light, as well as digitally simulated 
through iterations of solid and void, 
layering of interior and exterior spaces, 
sustainability, and consideration of the 
flows of people and services.  
Located within the City of London, 
the design for areas of connectivity 
will include attention to the ground 
condition, underground and above 
ground amenities, and the possibilities 
and challenges afforded by vertical 
atria, nested public and private spaces 
and a mixed program.  The results will 
be critically assessed against existing 
models of performance, function and 
efficiency.  

SYNOPSIS



OUTLINE CONTENT 

• Understanding of current 
environmental and social sustainability 
discourses as the basis for the design of 
tall buildings.
• Understanding of existing tower 
typologies in relation to Enclosure, 
Movement and Structure
• Defining and re-composing existing 
programmatic typologies in a vertical 
manner with added value and critical 
analysis of function, performance, and 
efficiency. 
• Production of drawings and models 
as a process of design exploration 
into working dexterously within the 
constraints of gravity and balance, light 
and shadow, structure and movement, 
layering of interior and exterior spaces, 
and a high level functional composition 
of programmatic briefs.  

• Ability to apply learned knowledge 
of digital software such as Rhino and 
Grasshopper as tools to facilitate the 
design exploration process in a directed 
and strategic manner.  
• Executing an iterative design concept 
process for tall buildings and mixed use 
programs. 
• Documentation and active 
investigation throughout unit site trips 
and conferences through photographs, 
sketches, and booklets.  

OUTPUTS:

• Case study presentation on 
fundamentals of selected tower typology 
in relation to Enclosure, Movement, and 
Structure
• Understanding of and presentation 
of alternative programs as well as 
vertically stacked arrangements towards 

heightening social sustainability, 
communication and collaboration.
• Integration and synthesis of diverse 
alternative programs into existing tower 
typology as a critical approach towards 
testing the possibilities of vertical and 
socially sustainable cities.  
• Site analysis and critical understanding 
in design of ground condition and 
interface between a tower and its 
surrounding context. 
• Material exploration through physical 
model making as an abstract expression 
of enclosure, movement, and structure.
• Design and adaptation of tower 
typology with alternative program mix 
in a manner socially sustainable and 
invigorating.
• Presentation of research, analysis 
and design concepts towards gaining 
productive professional feedback from 
the industry. 

UNIT METHODOLOGY
CTBUH 



UNIT PROGRAM

1. Typologies of Towers

TERM 2  (January 6, 2020)

2. Social Sustainability and 
    Alternative Verticalities 

Case Study Social Sustainability Research

Alternative Programs

Alternative Verticalities

Site Visits

External
Presentations

External
Consultations

3. En-folding of Tower Typologies

TERM 3  (April 20, 2020)TERM 1  (September 23, 2019)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 92 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 111

Physical Material Investigation

Concept Design Proposals
Concept Design Development

Reviews

Presentation Presentation

Atrium of Hyatt Regency Atlanta by John Portman & Associates, 1967, Photo: Maciek Lulko via Flickr



ENCLOSURE

Interior Spaces - Exterior Spaces

Enclosures shield interior spaces from 
exterior elements. Beyond being simply 
a hermetic seal, enclosures also provide 
varying levels of porosity between 
adjacent programmatic and circulation 
spaces.  Layers of interior spaces can 
be arranged nested within one another 
and the possibility for internalised 
externalised areas inverts and scales 
the possibilities for connectivity. 

MOVEMENT 

People - Services

Movement into and throughout a 
tower depends on the proportional 
relationship between horizontal and 
vertical loads.  A direct and effective 
route for the circulation of people 
as well as services challenges the 
efficiency and interconnectivity amongst 
layouts and repetition. Considerations 
include the sectional heights within 
towers, fire escape strategies, daylight, 
workspace visibility, air rights, and core 
technologies. 

STRUCTURE

Sky - Earth

Centred on an understanding of 
gravitational and lateral forces, a 
tower’s  foundation is essential to 
enabling it to rise.  There exists a 
direct correlation between the forces 
below and above ground, laterally 
and rotationally, and how they are 
mediated to provide the stability and 
security of a structural framework.  The 
provision of the structural elements thus 
ultimately governs the possibilities and 
charateristics of use as  enclosure and 
movement within.  

Types of Vertical Structural System
 

Detail of The Plug-In City, 1964, Drawing by Peter Cook via Archigram ArchivesEcotone Diagram
 

1. TYPOLOGIES OF TOWERS - TRIPTYCH



Starting from the analysis of the society 
behaviors, the architecture of tall 
building should provide the ground for 
this highly connected generation to 
flourish, tall hubs where to work, live and 
socialise.

In recent years we have seen an 
increase of single program tall towers in 
cities around the word: residential, hotel, 
office towers and the combination of the 
three. Little progress has been made 
on the study of towers for the use of 
hospitals, museums, universities, central 
markets, manufacturing, entertainment, 
sports, and farms. The new tall tower 
needs to test these aggregations 
of programs to ensure a 24 hour 
productive socially sustainable engine.

The design proposal will be located in 
the City of London and will examine all 
aspects of the design: programmatic 
mix, circulation, ecology, structural 
solution, façade design, durability and 
flexibility. The design will investigate the 
above aspects with a constant reminder 
on how social interaction can be 
positively influenced and vice versa how 
new forms of social life can inform the 
way we design spaces for interaction.
 
As John Portman said of his 
methodology in architecture, the design 
proposals will start from observation 
of our generation needs: “By watching 
what people do, I try to figure out why 
they do it. Then I can better design 
something to meet their needs”.

ANTHONY WALLACE/AFP/AFP/Getty Images

Catalonia Human Tower

2. SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY AND ALTERNATIVE VERTICALITIES

The Weather Project by Olafur Eliasson at the Tate Modern London, 2004



CASE STUDY

London is organized into boroughs 
that have their own micro organization 
of schools, shops, residential and 
productive building: a series of micro 
village providing an environment for the 
individual to feel protected and part of 
a community. London is a multi-ethnical 
and mixed income megacity able to 
ensure the anonymity for each the 
individual to freely grow.   

The design process will reflect on these 
two souls of the city, it will exploit this 
dichotomy and investigate the typology 
of the tower as a vertical village, or 
vertical assembly of villages, hubs of 
services and cultural ecosystems: a 
place, not a location, where the offer of 
multiple programs creates the substrata 
for invigorating social integration.

In this context, not only the design 
of common areas such as open 
air gardens, underground shared 
facilities, vertical atria and distributed 
amenities, but also vertical stacking 
and permeability of the different 
programs will have a predominant 
role in augmenting the socialization 
of the users.  The final design aims to 
achieve a coherent overall massing, 
recognisable at the scale of the city 
but also demonstrating an aspiration 
for uniquely suitable features at every 
scale.

Image Courtesy of CPAT / Hayes Davidson / Jason Hawkes

Image Courtesy of View London                 

Hong Kong    111,065 pp/km2

London       17,325 pp/km2

LSE Cities research Iconisism

View corridors to St Paul

London Green belt



SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY 
+ ALTERNATIVE VERTICALITIES

Thesis on Social Sustainability as Ecosystem of Cultures

Case study of Alternative Programs

Axonometric diagram documenting interative design process 
to explore vertical stacking of alternative programs

Alternative Programs:
Hospital
Farm
Transportation Hub
Museum
Factory
Amusement Park
Library
Data Centre
Entertainment Centre
Warehouse 
Market

Sou Fujimoto, Calma Museum for Architecture . Laguna
Foster and Partners Commerzbank Tower, Frankfurt 

Gensler, Shanghai Tower
Kenzo Tange, Shizuoka Press & Broadcasting Center, Tokyo

OMA, CCTV, Beijing

John Portman & Associates, Lobby of Bonaventure Hotel, Los AngelesSantiago Calatrava, Gare do Oriente, Lisbon
Watercube Waterpark, National Aquatics Centre, Beijing

Herbivore Farms, Andheri Mumbai
IMAX Maryland Science Center

IM Pei & Associates, The Louvre, Paris
Autotuerme Car Tower, Volkswagen Autostadt, Wolfsberg



3. EN-FOLDING OF TOWER TYPOLOGIES

Applying the previous terms research, 
analysis, and investigations, the design 
process in the 2nd and 3rd term will 
focus on the synthesis of alternative 
programs in a vertical arrangement 
within an existing tower typology.  

The process of enfolding tower 
typologies into one another will be 
conducted as an iterative process, with 
ideas proposed, opportunities explored, 
and proposals re-designed according 
to a critical analysis of the added value 
against performance, function, and 
efficiency of the existing typologies.  

Physical Material Investigation:

Concept proposals for structure and 
program explored and analysed through 
physical models 

Site Investigation:

A site within London selected and 
analysis conducted on the existing 
context, boundary and potential 
conditions for interfacing with the city.  

Concept Design:

Proposals for testing the synthesis of 
vertical programs will be presented, 
reviewed with the tutor and external 
consultants, and re-visited towards 
building up an investigative discourse 
towards fulfilling the brief. 

Presentation:

2D and 3D presentation materials 
compiled, drafted and curated to 
communicate most effectively the 
process and reasonings within the 
project.

Visualisation of Atrium of Leeza SOHO, Beijing, design by Zaha Hadid Architects



PHYSICAL MATERIAL INVESTIGATION

Structural Model: 

Proposal for structural concept 
with constraints of gravity, balance, 
above ground vs below ground.  
Considerations for how the structure is 
modular, assembled, and tensioned.  
The selection of materials will be 
assessed for their intrinsic material 
properties and how they perform in 
scale.

Program Mix Model:

Introduction of programmatic volumes 
as intelligently interconnected modules 
(clustered, hinged, telescoping, etc) 
interwoven within the structural model.  
Considerations on the interdependency 
and adjacency of systems and their 
effect on the potential configuration of 
the tower typology.

Taxonomy of results:

Quantitative and qualitative analysis and 
presentation of models as incremental 
and interrelated in terms of performance 
and connectivity.

*students should anticipate being responsible for the costs of 
materials and digital fabrication. 

Isozaki, Cities in the Air Paolo Soleri, City in the Image of ManFrei Otto, Model of German Pavilion at Expo 67 Louis Kahn and Anne Tyng, City Tower for Philadelphia



Hong Kong Harbour
Street Signs, Hong Kong

Foster + Partners, HSBC Headquarters Plaza, Hong Kong
RWDI Windtunnel test model of Burj Khalifa

Kevin Roche John Dinkeloo and Associates Ford Foundation Atrium,  New York City
Rogers Stirk Harbour + Partners, The Leadenhall Building, London

Architect’s Alliance, Pier 27, Toronto 

SITE INVESTIGATION

Students will select a site within the City 
of London and conduct an analysis on 
the boundaries and interfaces including 
site conditions, historical context, 
programmatic context, zoning, air rights, 
access, linkages to transport, and a 24h 
analysis of site access. 

Defining and Bridging Boundaries:
To reflect on the boundary the tower 
creates to the surrounding environment 
and to reflect on the opportunities of 
bridging to the city at multiple levels.

Environmental Sustainability:
To consider the surroundings in terms of 
climactic parameters and environmental 
impact and imagine a way of interfacing 

with them efficiently (i.e. predominant 
winds, solar path, protected views 
informing massing envelope)
Social Sustainability:
To consider who the stakeholders are 
at multiple scales and to address those 
whom the site impacts from individuals 
to communities, front of house and back 
of house, and corporate entities.

Plane to Mass:
Investigating the ground condition, the 
relationship between underground and 
above ground amenities required, the 
opportunities and what would be the 
more suitable conditions for access into 
and permeability of the tower within its 
context.

SITE INVESTIGATION
Site Plan

Site Section Diagram 

Map of cultures + stakeholders

3D Massing Model of Site

3D Sketch Model within Site



CONCEPT DESIGN

Following on the analysis of the typology 
of tall building, design proposals will be 
assessed and refined with the required 
understanding of the technical aspects 
of a tower: from structural to environ-
mental, from user comfort to vertical 
transportation. 

External experts will join reviews for 
feedback on specialised industry view-
points such as vertical transport, service 
design, and facade design. 

The range of possibilities and challeng-
es across STRUCTURE, MOVEMENT, 
ENCLOSURE afforded by the design of 
the core, vertical atria, nested public and 
private spaces and a mixed program will 
be queried.  The results will be critically 
assessed against existing models of 
performance, function and efficiency. 

STRUCTURE: 

The taxonomy of the structural material 
investigation will be further expanded 
and manipulated as a system of forces 
and counterforces, rooted in its founda-
tions below ground as it reaches further 
above ground, always maintained in 
balance.  

MOVEMENT:

Transferrence of people and services 
will be explored to consider vertical + 
horizontal transportation methods and 
efficacy. Models for systems of flow will 
be considered based on models in na-
ture. What are the significant informers 
and resulting cycle of input and output?  

ENCLOSURE:

Layering of spaces - façades are not 
merely a hermetic barrier between inte-
rior and exterior spaces but are a plas-
tic mass that contains nested layers of 
inhabitable spaces. 

Horizontal - Vertical 
delineation of ground plane to mass of 
tower.  transference between stacked 
floors and depth of floor slabs. 

Can the tower envelope (facade, balco-
nies, roof gardens, podium etc.) become 
the medium for social interaction be-
tween in/out and tower city? How would 
the envelope be affected by varying the 
programmatic mix?

SITE INVESTIGATION 
Site Plan

Site Section Diagram 

Map of Cultures + Stakeholders

3D Massing Model of Site

3D Sketch Model within Site

DRAFT PRESENTATIONS
Presentation of Research

Plan: Ground Floor

Plan: Typical, as required

Section: Depicting relationship above and below ground

Diagrams of Program + Circulation

FINAL PRESENTATION
Research from Terms 1 + 2 and the above

Axonometric Diagram of Program + Circulation

Internal Perspective of Social Spaces

Exterior Perspective with context

Physical Models



Exoskeleton  data updates- Nodes distribution

Node Types

Flat - 527

Singly Curved - 141

Loop - 114

Free Form - 218

RC Wall - Flat - 19

Total - 119

Flat Area - All node surfaces are flat cylindrical and conical Singly Curved Area - All node surfaces are flat
cylindrical and conical

Nodes types - combined

Loop Area - Free Form Area - Nodes can be rationalized to 
flat, cylindrical and conical.

Belly Area - Free Form Area - Nodes can be rationalized to 
flat, cylindrical and conical.

Nodes at RC wall - Flat area - All node surfaces are flat 
cylindrical and conical.

Zaha Hadid Architects City of Dreams Macau 106

Digital 2D and 3D design software will 
be utilized as tools to faciliate an efficient 
workflow in the conscientious application 
of research towards a productive design 
process. 

The use of parametric tools will be 
implemented not only as a way to 
organise the flow of inputs (of people, 
climate, traffic, services, forces, etc.) but 
as way to explore alternative expressions 
for the physical organization of the 
spaces. Beyond being utilised merely for  

the storage of information or a visualization 
tool, but to be able to develop within it a 
highly interconnected engine able to adapt 
and reconfigure, an agile response to 
reflect the interaction across boundaries, 
between neighbouring developments and 
context and the tower’s external and internal 
organization. The role of the designer is to 
explore and filter the possible scenarios as 
well as edit the system towards optimising 
spatial, structural, and programmatic 
configurations.

TOOLS
Digital and Physical Models of Morpheus Hotel at City of Dreams, Macau, design by Zaha Hadid Architects



Personnel
Viviana Muscettola, Melodie Leung, 
Nhan Vo

Teaching days will be Tuesdays and 
Fridays.

Study Visits
The team will participate in a series of 
walks through the City of London and 
other boroughs during the first term.

A 5 day studio visit to Hong Kong during 
the term will be required as part of the 
research. 

Trips to Hooke Park will be organised 
across Terms 1 and 2, both for a few 
days.

Seminars & Workshops
The unit will have a rich number of 
external lecturers from within the school 
and from across the architecture and 
construction industries.

Students will be invited to participate 
in lectures and debates across London 
offerings including films, festivals, and  
social studies presentations to enrich to 
knowledge of the society we are called 
to design for.

Collaborations
The great strength of working in the 
architecture field is about the possibility 
of combining the knowledge and 
creativity of many individuals. The built 
environment constitutes the tangible 
result of many practices beyond 
Architecture and is in fact the result 
of many disciplines: from planning 
to landscaping, from engineering to 
building technologies. 

By recognising that while an initial 
idea, the spark of creativity that may 
come from one single individual, the 
final result is certainly achieved only 
through a collaboration of many. The 
balance between the initial idea and 
the implemented version lays in being 
able to adapt not only in the increased 
resolution and level of details, the 
inputs from the different disciplines 
and different analysts and modellers. 
Collaboration is also accepting different 
interpretations towards the same 
problem: different people have different 
logics that allow them to come coalesce  
seamlessly into the final concept.
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The speculation on the design potential 
for a tower as a place for increased 
social interaction and production and 
re-contextualising its components as a 
canvas for networking is the aim of this 
studio. 

CONCLUSION
Critical observation, data collection, 
elaboration and analysis are a part of 
the objective entry point into a resulting 
informed discovery process: one that 
strives for innovation by first developing 
a deep understanding of existing towers 
and the forces which have shaped 
them, proceeding to study alternative 

opportunities to create verticality within 
cities, and finally en-folding these 
programs and types and investigating 
the array of possibilities against a matrix 
of concurrent and relevant financial, 
structural, and functional parameters 
in a manner endeavoring to impact the 
21st century city.   


